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INTRODUCTION
Library anxiety is unfortunately alive and well at universities. At New York University Libraries, one way we have
addressed library anxiety is by reaching students through first-year experience programs, especially the College Cohort Program in
NYU’s College of Arts and Science. For several years, the Libraries have partnered with this program to develop and revise a library
session, employing a continuous-assessment-and-improvement approach.
This article identifies strategies for collaborating on a first-year experience library session with external and internal campus
partners. It offers insights about synthesizing several streams of assessment to inform the process of revising and optimizing the
session iteratively. It also describes the current iteration of the NYU Libraries Cohort session, which focuses on alleviating student
anxiety about the library and better understanding academic integrity, using a lesson plan that employs elements of visual literacy,
guides active engagement, and incorporates the Libraries’ values of inclusion, diversity, belonging, equity, and accessibility.

THE FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE COHORT PROGRAM
NYU has ten schools serving undergraduate students, the largest of which is the College of Arts & Science (CAS). The
school’s College Cohort Program introduces CAS freshmen to college life and supports their retention and success. In any given
year, the CAS freshman class is large—between 1,500 to 1,900 students—and a major goal of the program is to enable peer-to-peer
connection and a sense of belonging by placing students into cohort groups. Each cohort group consists of 36-40 students led by an
academic advisor who is assisted by an undergraduate student mentor called a college leader. Throughout the year, the members of
a cohort group regularly engage in formal and informal meetings and events. This includes a 75-minute class every two weeks during
which students learn about campus supports such as writing, tutoring, health and wellness, and career services. One of these 75minute classes is a visit to the library.
NYU Libraries’ Undergraduate and Instructional Services department (UIS) has been involved with the Cohort Program
since it began in 2013. Each fall, we provide a library session for each cohort group, with the goal of reducing students’ library
anxiety by identifying introductory resources and services, illustrating how to develop research questions, pointing out ways to seek
assistance from librarians, and helping students better understand academic integrity. We conduct 50 class sections within a 10 to
14-day timeframe during the busiest time of the semester—an intensive effort that requires significant planning, logistical
forethought, and human resources. Success depends on strong collaborative relationships with colleagues in CAS and within the
Libraries.
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COLLABORATION AND LOGISTICS
NYU Libraries’ UIS department is small. Due to circumstances such as turnover and retirements, it typically consists of
two to four librarians. For a team of such limited size, having committed partners has been essential to building and sustaining a
library instruction program connected to first-year experience. Externally, our partner is the CAS Cohort team, consisting of the
program administrator (Assistant Dean of New Students), a college leader, and sometimes an academic advisor or first-year writing
instructor. Internally, the partnership is with subject librarians who volunteer to teach some of the Cohort library sessions.
Collaboration with CAS
Planning for the fall library sessions begins in the previous spring semester. In March, the CAS Cohort administrator
assembles a team, choosing a college leader and an academic advisor or first-year writing instructor. The first meeting between UIS
and the CAS Cohort team takes place in April with everyone bringing a draft of their learning outcomes and an idea of what success
would look like. The teams compare notes and settle on a common set of objectives and definition of success. During April to early
June, the UIS and CAS teams work via email and a shared document to draft the lesson content, negotiating key concepts to cover
and ways to get students invested and engaged. Since this has been a long-term effort, evolving over several years, there is no need
to reinvent the wheel each time. Instead, we make an effort to use the previous year’s feedback data from students, college leaders,
and advisors to freshen and make improvements to the lesson plan.
By mid-June, we have a well-developed lesson plan draft that we share with all stakeholders for feedback. In July, we
finalize the lesson plan and make any needed adjustments to our assessment strategy. Toward the end of August, college leaders
come to campus for a training camp to prepare for their overall responsibilities in the Cohort program. The UIS librarians present a
segment about the library session, going over the lesson plan, which has traditionally included a role for the college leader and the
advisor.
Collaboration with Subject Librarians
UIS is responsible for handling all the foundational library instruction provided for first- and second-year students. Besides
first-year experience, this instruction is connected with such programs as first-year writing, first-year seminar, and freshman honors.
This translates into about 300 classes per year—an unmanageable number for two to four UIS librarians. To cover these classes, UIS
relies on the participation of five paraprofessional reference associates from various departments around the Libraries who, together
with UIS librarians, constitute the “core instruction team.” This team covers the majority of the Cohort sections but not all, especially
given that these sessions occur during the busiest time of the fall semester. For this reason, we ask about a dozen subject librarians
to volunteer to teach some of the Cohort sessions.
Subject librarians have challenging teaching loads of their own, so it is important to convey the benefits of volunteering
and make participation as easy as possible. In recruiting, we remind potential tenure-track volunteers that participation counts toward
the service record they need for tenure. We also portray it as an opportunity to learn first-hand about the library instruction early
undergraduates receive before advancing to subject librarians’ more specialized classes. To minimize the effort it takes to participate,
UIS provides a uniform, step-by-step, “plug-and-play” lesson plan. Two weeks before the first Cohort session, UIS hosts a training
session for all Cohort instructors, walking them through the lesson plan. To greatly minimize class prep time and ensure a uniform
learning experience for students, library instructors are encouraged to deliver the lesson exactly as is. They are given access to all
class materials—lesson plan, slide presentation, learning objects, and end-of-class assessment survey—and are informed that UIS
librarians will remain on stand-by for any questions and/or to provide additional coaching. They are also welcome to shadow a
section taught by a UIS librarian before teaching their own section.

ASSESSMENT AND REVISION
Each year since 2013, the Cohort administrator deploys a survey to students, advisors, and college leaders at the end of the
semester to get feedback about its overall fall programming. For several years, this was the only survey used; but in 2019, the
Libraries’ added two additional surveys. One is a brief end-of-session survey asking students about their perceptions of learning and
engagement, to get their feedback while fresh. The other is a survey for Cohort library instructors about the training, materials, and
overall experience of participating in the Cohort sessions.
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Figure 1: Quantitative Survey Data

The most significant changes to the Cohort session were made between 2018 and 2020, and our analysis focuses on that
period. In 2018, students (81%) and college leaders (82%) agreed that the session helped students become more familiar with library
resources. However, only 70% of advisors agreed with this statement, prompting us to devote more time in the 2019 and 2020 lesson
plans to clarifying the Libraries’ core resources. Advisors’ responses showed notable improvement on this point in the 2019 and
2020 surveys, suggesting that the lesson adjustments were effective. Concerning the CAS survey question about overall helpfulness
of the library session, little change is seen between 2018 and 2020, with positive responses hovering between 76-82 percent. (This
question was on the 2020 survey, but unfortunately responses were not recorded for students due to a malfunction of the survey
instrument.) Regarding the academic integrity survey question, positive responses from students and advisors increased markedly in
2019, and held there in 2020.
On the question of student engagement, it must be noted that results of the CAS and Libraries’ surveys are at odds, making
this a topic for future investigation. The CAS survey asks college leaders and advisors—but not students—about student engagement
during the session. Over the years, advisors and college leaders tended to note a perceived lack of student engagement. That changed
in 2019, when advisors’ survey responses were significantly more positive on this question. However, results dipped again in 2020,
with both the college leaders and advisors reporting lower student engagement levels, likely affected by the constraints of the remote
environment and “Zoom fatigue.” These perceptions contrast sharply the Libraries’ 2020 end-of-class survey findings, with 81% of
students reporting that they felt engaged. This was the first year we polled students about their engagement, and we will continue to
do so, as it presents a potential foil to the perceptions of those involved in administering the session.
In addition to quantitative questions, the 2019 end-of-class survey invited open-ended feedback. The written comments
pertained mostly to viewpoints about the physical tour of the library (part of the 2019 lesson plan) and the overall quality of the
session, as summarized below.
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Figure 2: Qualitative Data from the End-of-Class Survey

Regarding the tour, some respondents found it beneficial, but college leaders noted that many students skipped the tour and
left class early. Students’ comments about the quality and usefulness of the session tended to be positive, while advisors and college
leaders noted that the success of the class depended on the individual library instructor. Library instructors took a separate survey,
and their written comments are represented in the “Other” category. Their feedback indicated that they appreciated participating in
the lesson plan design and that they would welcome opportunities for extra training, including the possibility of conducting a practice
run before a peer audience. All of this feedback gives UIS and CAS much to consider going into planning for the 2021 Cohort
sessions.

RECENT ITERATIONS
The Cohort lesson plan underwent notable changes between 2018 and 2019, as evidenced below.

Figure 3: Lesson Plan Summary for 2018 and 2019

Besides the Cohort surveys, the 2019 redesign was informed by an adjacent survey administered by UIS to first-year writing
faculty in CAS, along with discussions with first-year writing program administrators about ways to differentiate the content covered
in the Cohort sessions versus the first-year writing library sessions. Influenced by the survey and discussion outcomes, we decided
to focus the 2019 session on the ACRL frame “Research as Inquiry.” One of the main challenges with the Cohort library session is
that it is not attached to a research assignment since the Cohort class is not an academic course. In place of basing the session around
an assignment, we based it around the NYU Common Read for that year—Educated, by Tara Westover. The main engagement
activity involved brainstorming keywords related to themes in the book, and searching on those keywords in both Google and the
library catalog to compare results and mine further search terms. Moving on to the academic integrity portion of the class, advisors
facilitated a discussion based on a few plagiarism scenarios. The session ended with a physical tour of the library, led by the college
leader.
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Survey responses about the efficacy of the academic integrity piece were fairly positive in 2019, but some advisors and
librarians expressed anecdotally that the plagiarism scenarios fell flat and sometimes posed more questions than answers. The
keywords activity was a mixed bag, as some students did not see the relevance in looking up a topic they were not researching, and
too much time was spent going over library resources that were not applicable to the students’ immediate needs.

Figure 4: Lesson Plan Summary for 2019 and 2020

As usual, the 2019 feedback fed into 2020 planning, but the pandemic-driven shift to remote learning became the main
factor influencing the redesign. Suddenly, the crucial goal became developing a lesson plan that would work in the Zoom
environment. Since a tour of the building was not possible under the circumstances, we gained more in-class time. This enabled a
more well-rounded and less rushed session, with room for deeper discussions about research, library resources, and academic
integrity. After a two-minute introduction, the library session began by placing students into Zoom breakout rooms for an ice-breaker
asking them to identify an area in which they are an “unofficial expert.” The aim was to show students that they have a place within
the system of scholarship and that each has something they can speak expertly about. Students identified expertise in a wide range
of areas, from pancake making to salsa dancing.
Besides the pandemic, another momentous event occurred in summer 2020, resulting in mass social upheaval—the murder
of George Floyd, and the subsequent protests that erupted across the nation and the world. In light of this horrific occurrence, the
UIS librarians took stock of the Libraries’ top strategic priority—the commitment to inclusion, diversity, belonging, equity, and
accessibility (IDBEA)—and decided to include a practical application of IDBEA in the library session. This unfolded as a colleague
from the CAS first-year writing program suggested using visual literacy to engage students. After considering a few images, the
photograph of Tommie Smith and Juan Carlos standing on the winners’ podium at the 1968 Olympics was chosen to help students
understand the iterative process of generating ideas for research, and how asking questions drives finding related research materials
in the library collection. To facilitate participation, the polling software Mentimeter was used to display the image and collect
questions from students about the photograph.
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Figure 5: Sample of Student-Generated Questions Inspired by Photo

After reviewing the submitted questions, the instructor displayed a slide highlighting books from the library collection
focused on the 1968 Olympics, several of which used the same image but colorized or cropped in different ways to illustrate the
perspective each author took on the same event. This allowed for a robust discussion of the inquiry process of taking a historical
topic or image, relating it to the current moment, shaping it into a research question, and finding sources. After this activity, librarians
provided an overview of the library website, highlighting the book search, virtual chat and other reference services, workshops, and
research guides. For the academic integrity piece, we pivoted from using plagiarism scenarios to employing questions that addressed
student opinions, feelings, and perceptions about cheating and plagiarism in an attempt to open a more nuanced conversation. We
look forward to reviewing the 2020 assessment data in further detail and reshaping the lesson once again for Fall 2021.
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APPENDIX A
Library Lesson Plan for CAS College Cohort Program, Fall 2020
Note that this version is condensed for brevity, whereas the full lesson plan provides instructors with detailed, step-by-step
instructions for conducting each of the numbered elements. Note also that, due to the pandemic, all Cohort sessions in 2020 were
held virtually over Zoom.
The theme of this session is “Asking questions and exploring ideas: how NYU Libraries can support your research.” Co-led by the
librarian, advisor, and college leader, its overall goal is to decrease anxiety about using the library and maintaining intellectual
honesty by increasing students’ knowledge about library resources, inquiry, and academic integrity.
Learning Objectives:
• Continue to get to know people in your cohort
• Become acquainted with the concept of research as inquiry
• Familiarize yourself with library resources and ways to seek assistance
• Grow more familiar and knowledgeable about academic integrity
1.

Class objectives (led by librarian, 2 min.): The librarian introduces learning objectives and manages the slide
presentation and screen sharing for the entire session.

2.

Connection activity (advisor & college leader, 15 min.): To provide an opportunity to students to connect and prime
them for the class themes of inquiry and authority, students are assigned to breakout rooms to discuss the question, “what
are you an unofficial expert in?” Students return to the large group for a share-out and a brief discussion about who might
be considered an authority, depending on the context.

3.

Research introduction and activity (librarian, 10 min.): Students are provided with a Mentimeter link, where they are
asked to share three words or phrases that answer the question “What comes to mind when you hear the word research?”
The librarian briefly comments on the word cloud resulting from the Mentimeter exercise and proceeds to introduce the
concept of “research as inquiry” (asking questions and refining direction by asking new and/or increasing complex
questions), followed by a discussion about the progression of research skills from high school through the undergraduate
years.

4.

Activity for generating a research topic idea (librarian, 15 min.): Students are asked to reflect on an iconic photo from
the 1968 Olympics of two athletes on the winners’ podium with their fists raised in the air. Students are asked to return to
Mentimeter and respond to the prompt: “What questions come to mind when you look at this image?” Students are
encouraged to type in any and all questions that come up for them. The librarian comments on the questions populated in
Mentimeter and asks if students have any questions or discussion points they would like to express verbally. The librarian
sums up by saying that a compelling visual, such as the photo used in this exercise, can captivate our attention, cause us
to wonder, and prompt us to ask questions that could lead in the direction of an interesting research topic.

5.

Library resources introduction (librarian, 10 min.): The librarian segues into a brief, high-level introduction to starting
research on a topic by providing an overview of library resources and services, including: the purpose of the catalog and
databases; the usefulness of Research Guides; how to get help via chat, email, and consultation; and where to find online
tutorials and the schedule of library workshops and that can help improve research skills.

6.

Academic integrity introduction and activity (advisor and college leader, 20 min.): The advisor introduces a definition
of academic integrity, then points students to a Mentimeter slide which asks the multiple choice question “How does
academic integrity make you feel?” Students chose one of five responses: confused, annoyed, scared, confident, or
overwhelmed. The advisor comments on the tallied results. The college leader then points students to the next Mentimeter
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slide which asks, “In which of the following situations do you think a student is more likely to cheat?” ranking the
choices on a 4-point scale of “most likely” to “less likely.” Choices include: being in a panic to complete an assignment;
not wanting to put the required time and effort; lacking confidence about sharing a personal idea and assuming others’
ideas are better; and being unclear about how to cite properly. The college leader then comments on the tallied results and
concludes the session with an overview of strategies and resources that can support a consistent practice of academic
honesty.
7.
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Student feedback (librarian, 5 min.): The librarian provides students with a link to a form to provide feedback about the
session.
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